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ASHES OF OUR FATHERS: RACIST
MONUMENTS AND THE TRIBAL RIGHT

DAN DEMETRIOU
1. Introduction
At least for now, a statue of Paul Kruger still stands in Pretoria, South Africa's
Church Square, though it's surrounded by protective fencing and concrete barriers. Kruger embodied the Afrikaner experience: As a child, he was a Voortrekker
who fought Zulus for control of the Transvaal; as a young man, he led Boer
forces against British colonialists; later in life, he served as president of the South
African Republic. Over the past few years, the Church Square monument honoring "Qom" (Uncle) Paul has been repeatedly defaced and threatened with destruction, through legal and illegal means, by black nationalists (chiefly Economic
Freedom Fighters [EFF] representatives and supporters) and anti-colonialist
#RhodesMustFall activists. "There is a national mandate to all the EFF branches
to remove all the apartheid statues and symbols," one EFF councilman has said.
"One day people are going to wake up and find the statue not being there.'~3
Counter-protests, including one by an Afrikaner singer who chained herself to
the monument, have made international news. 44 Plans are underway to add items
to the square that celebrate the freedom struggle of non-white South Africans,
but debate still rages over whether to remove Kruger's statue completely. 45
Meanwhile, in the United States, a Charlottesville, Virginia circuit court
judge has just ordered that tarps covering a monument of iconic Confederate
general Robert E. Lee be removed. 46 Lee's loyalty to his people (Virginians), brilliant generalship, and quiet dignity inspire millions of devotees today, despite
the fact that Lee himself wished not to be memorialized for the sake of reunification.47 In February 2017, the Charlottesville city council voted to have the
statue in Emancipation Park-until recently, Lee Park-taken down, but the process has been halted by legal challenges, as, like many places in the South, state
laws protect Confederate monuments. 48 In response to the city council's vote,
the 26-foot-tall equestrian statue was the scene of a "Unite the Right" rally that
descended on Emancipation Park to protest the statue's removal with white nationalist and anti-Semitic chants. The right-wing protestors were met by crowds
of "antifascist" counter-protesters, and state police shut down the rally. In the
chaos that ensued, a right-wing activist plowed his car into a group of counterprotesters, resulting in the death of one person.49
These are just two of many cases of monuments jeopardized or already dismantled because of their alleged racist or (racially motivated) colonialist significance. Elsewhere, philosopher of political aesthetics Ajume Wingo and I have
sought to catalogue the principal sorts of preservationist and removalist arguments one hears in the "racist monument" debate, and there are broadly leftist
and rightist rationales for both positions. 50 As I cannot discuss here even all the
rightist considerations relevant to this issue, 51 I'll focus only on what I see as the
fundamental one, which is social cohesion, both across time and across the relevant races or ethnicities. Specifically, in this chapter I sketch a rightist approach
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to monumentary policy in a diverse polity beleaguered by old ethnic grievances.
I begin by noting the importance of tribalism, memorialization, and social trust,
and then provide policy guidance based on these concerns to the racist monument debate as it stands in the English-speaking world today.
A word on terminology: I use the phrase "racist monument" to refer to any
monument seriously controversial because of its alleged racist significance. This
definition entails that the above statues to Kruger, Lee, and hundreds more are
indisputably "racist monuments" for the purposes of this chapter. This nomenclature is necessary shorthand because phrases such as "Confederate statues" or
"colonialist monuments" are too narrow, as I want to discuss any monument
thought problematic for reasons of racism, while "controversial monuments" and
the like are too broad, as I wish to exclude monuments contentious because of
other political or religious associations, such as the Buddhas of Bamiyan dynamited by the Taliban in 2001. I don't necessarily concede with this term that the
monuments in question are "in fact" racist-indeed, there may be no sense to
saying a monument is "in fact" racist beyond its seeming racist to enough people.
Nor should this terminology prejudice the issue for the removalist position, for
the mere fact that a monument is thought by many to be racist simply doesn't
entail that it ought to be removed.

2. Tribal Assumptions
As this volume reveals, there are many conceptions of what it means to be on the
political "right,, or "conservative,,, Since the moral perspective I appeal to is older
than Christianity and more properly considered "global" than "Western," some
of my fellow travelers will disagree with parts of what I'm about to say. 52 Be that
as it may, anyone espousing the following principles will be considered on the
political right today, especially if they believe these principles apply to whites or
white ethnicities as well as for other races or ethnicities.
The first principle I'll forward is that humans are a tribal species, and political
structures failing to accommodate this fact are doomed to fail. Unlike tigers and
sea turtles, humans don't go through life alone. 53 We are a highly social species
that seeks the comfort and protection of clans and tribes. Tribes gobble up loners.
So as long as there are significant numbers of tribalists in the world (and there
always will be), even (largely hypothetical) "individualists,, and "cosmopolitans"
must rely on tribal loyalty for their security, property, freedoms, and dignity,
since these good things are secured only by a willingness of tribemates to sacrifice for and defend the territories individualists and cosmopolitans flit between.
If you don,t understand what "tribe,, is, think of your family and proven
friends. Think, in short, of who "has your back',: who would leap to your defense
if you were in trouble before even asking if you were in the wrong, who would
find space for you in their homes if you had nowhere else to go, who feels an obligation to feed you if you were hungry. Tribal affiliation isn't that strong, usually
(except in war, this level of sacrifice is typically reserved for family, clan, or gang),
but nonetheless, tribemates will do these things to some degree-especially if
they are thrown together in a strange land, as the behavior of expats will testify.
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If you're a citizen or denizen of a high-trust Western country, you should
know that the people who built that society worked hard to create institutions
reliable enough for tribalism to be unnecessary below the level of the state itself.
Their success at this was so spectacular that all this talk of "tribalism" may seem
unsettlingly primitive. To this, all I can say here is that complacency about tribalism is as foolish as thinking that lights must turn on when you flip a switch, or
that water must flow from the faucet when you turn the knob. A sense of tribal
affiliation is the psychological infrastructure of any sustainable free society: If it
goes, authoritarianism becomes necessary to maintain law and order. 54
Second, memorialization is essential to maintaining tribal identity and cohesion over time. Humans evolved language and culture to transmit adaptive
memes (units of information), and not just genes, to the next generation. 55
Populations pass on their cultures in large part by memorialization, which
includes not only monuments but also inter alia museums (e.g., Cape Town's
District 6 museum), historical sites (e.g., as the Gettysburg battlefield), temporary installations (e.g., New York City's Tribute in Light, representing the fallen
Twin Towers), or one-off events (e.g., Nelson Mandela's state funeral). Memorials
bend our artistic and dramatic creativity to the tasks not of making money or
entertaining, but of expressing our values, remembering our tragedies, celebrating our victories, honoring our heroes, and affirming a shared identity, and thus
memorialization is increasingly acknowledged as a human right. 56 If we were to
use a domestic analogy, memorials wouldn't be mere decorations or microwave
dinners, but family portraits, heirlooms, trophy displays, household altars, and
Christmas dinners.
Is tribalism illiberal? Certainly, the liberalism committed to the primacy of
the individual or hostile to borders and nationalism will be anti-tribalist. Yet liberal thinkers formerly appreciated that individual rights are secure only within a
tribal shell. For instance, John Stuart Mill himself seemed concerned about tribal
cohesion even for free societies (he didn't endorse liberalism for cultures still
mired in "barbarism"). 57 In fact, Mill was explicit in cautioning against combining various "nations" into one polity precisely because sub-state tribal loyalties
either tear multicultural states apart or force their governments to become authoritarian in their struggle to maintain order: "Free institutions are next to impossible in a country made up of different nationalities. Among a people without
fellow-feeling, especially if they read and speak different languages, the united
public opinion, necessary to the working of representative government, cannot
exist."58
By "nation," Mill means
[a population] united among themselves by common sympathies which don't
exist between them and any others-which make them co-operate with each

other more willingly than with other people, desire to be under the same government, and desire that it should be government by themselves or a portion of
themselves exclusively.... [Nationality is sometimes] the effect of identity of
race and descent. Community oflanguage, and community of religion, greatly
contribute to it. Geographical limits are one of its causes. But the strongest of
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all is identity of political antecedents; the possession of a national history, and
consequent community of recollections; collective pride and humiliation, pleasure and regret, connected with the same incidents in the past. 59

In other words, a "nation" for Mill is a "people," or a big tribe. Mill realized
that a functional polity requires citizens who are more willing to sacrifice for,
and cooperate with, each other than they would with mere strangers. In contemporary sociological terms, what Mill was worried about is social cohesion.
And just as Mill hypothesized, sociological research suggests that diversity
decreases social trust, an important element in social cohesion. 60 These declines can be counteracted only, it's hoped by researchers, if the diverse peoples constituting the polity buy into a new, overarching cultural identity-a
new tribe. 61
The conservativism of this essay, then, is a traditionalism that acknowledges
tribalism as an obvious fact and sees piety toward one's ancestors, traditions,
and holy places as not only a prima fade moral obligation for individuals but an
important civic virtue. Tribal folkways are so typical across the world that they
are better categorized as the human psychological default than an ideology. 62 For
instance, these lines, written by a Victorian poet about an ancient Roman hero
who fought for his people's city and holy places, are something any traditional
Yoruba, Jew, Sikh, or Maori would accept as a matter of course:
Then out spake brave Horatius,
The Captain of the Gate:
To every man upon this earth
Death cometh soon or late.
And how can man die better
Than facing fearful odds,
For the ashes of his fathers,
And the temples of his gods?63

Noble thoughts and feelings to be sure, but also utterly normal. It's the contemporary Western liberal ethos that discourages tribal identification that is unusualor, as social psychologists have recently euphemized it, "WEIRD" (Western,
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic).64
Rightists (and, apparently, even liberals of the past) are not opposed to tribes
mapping onto religious or ethnic lines. But even if the polity in question is for
whatever reason committed to diversity on these dimensions, the solution isn't
to eradicate tribal sentiment, but to replace the tribe of religion or ethnicity with
some form of civic or populist nationalism.
Most "tribal rightists" who think along these lines will be skeptical about the
sustainability of any free yet significantly multicultural state. 65 Their skepticism
is increasingly justified. At the time of this writing, moderates are converting
to identitarian politics in North America and Western Europe: Rightist politics
appear to be more and more popular among whites, 66 while new, ethnic/religious
parties (e.g., the Turkish DENK in the Netherlands or Partij Islam in Belgium)
emerge from nominally leftist parties, such as Greens. 67 Violence on campuses
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too quickly, by erecting monuments honoring sub-par figures or unremarkable
events just to even things out. But gradually, as historical research into ignored
or preliterate cultures improves, and as new outstanding citizens arise, the formerly underrepresented peoples should be suitably showcased in the national
household.
What about existing, or even future, racist monuments? Just as every married person knows it's possible to place on the same mantle pictures of in-laws
who abused each other, we can tolerate monuments to figures who were enemies.
A healthy, racially diverse citizenry will want their fellow citizens to feel free to
honor their ancestors and draw pride in their heritage. This means that white
South Africans or white Americans can appreciate that their black countrymen
may not personally advocate for radical political solutions today, but still wish to
honor black nationalists or separatists who struggled on behalf of their people.
And black Americans or black South Africans can recognize that a white fellow
citizen may not condone all that her ancestors did, but still take pride in their
sacrifices or heroism. The many Native American monuments in the United
States, and to a much greater degree many democratic South African monuments, demonstrate that it's perfectly possible to memorialize culture heroes for
their sacrifices for their peoples, even if they were at war with the ancestors of
fellow citizens and completely opposed to the creation of the modern states that
now memorialize them. For example, the statues of African royal captives recently installed at their former prison, Cape Town's Castle of Good Hope, harmoniously contribute to a more complete picture of the peoples whose history
shaped the Castle and South Africa itself.73
Nonetheless, some racist monuments, whose designs are highly ideological,
leave little room for interpretation, deliberately provoke, and carry little meaning to anyone but hardened ethno-tribalists uninterested in a shared future,
are good candidates for removal, only if they are actually offensive to a significant number of citizens, especially if those citizens have given costly signals
of interest in a multiethnic tribal future. For example, the 2017 removal of the
New Orleans' Battle of Liberty Place (BLP) monument was consistent with a
tribal rightist approach. 74 But if, quite contrary to the facts, the BLP monument
were not controversial, even it should have remained absent some good reason
to remove it, and mere (ignored) ideological inconsistency with our legal and
political aims today is not one such reason. For instance, if the people of New
Orleans overwhelmingly interpreted it as a living symbol of a shameful past and/
or a sort of trophy of a defeated regime, then it would be as strange to remove the
BLP monument as to remove a public museum's installation about segregated
drinking fountains.
For in matters of trust-building, we must remember that offense often isn't
rational. 75 Insofar as we are concerned about being good tribemates, the historical context of a monument's installation or the momentousness of the historical
figure or event's actual racism (e.g., that this general killed thousands for an apartheid state, that this statue was erected to bolster the Cult of the Lost Cause, etc.)
is less important than the offense it actually causes fellow citizens of good will for
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To sum up, heterogeneous societies interested in overcoming their divisions
must adopt memorial policies that promote social cohesion and do not betray
tribal trust. In the case of monuments, this principle would suggest policies,
some of which I have articulated, that would say not only which future monuments should go up, but also which present monuments should come down.
I argue that although some racist monuments fail this standard, many do not.
Furthermore, because it is possible and usually beneficial to honor your ancestors
even if they opposed the heterogeneous tribe you are part of, monuments to such
figures do not ipso facto betray tribal trust, although they may for various-often
aesthetic-reasons.

4. Conclusion
Any marriage worth having allows each spouse to maintain their family honor
and their ties to the family they left behind. And as the interracial marriage case
shows, people can navigate landscapes with memorials to people who were racists or fought for ethnocentric causes.79 Granted, interracial relations in places
such as the United States or South Africa are nothing like a high-trust marriage. But then again, the five policy guidelines on monuments suggested above
hardly paint a rosy picture: If anything, they seem more apt for a marriage where
the spouses are trying their best to avoid divorce over racial animosity, and in
fact, these guidelines echo the heritage policies of Mandela-era South Africa. 80
Nonetheless, to repair or build trust, each spouse must gradually make themselves more and more vulnerable to the memorial expressions of the other, assuming each concession is reciprocated and not abused. Analogously, aggressive
assaults on a people's monuments and, thus, the continuity of their ethnic tribe
are bound to decrease their faith in the proposed multiethnic upgrade. Cowed
peoples may be compliant, but they are not trustworthy, and they typically
become so degraded as to be a burden even as subjects. Of course, alienating
and intimidating the relevant populations is not a problem for those who deep
down don't wish to be co-tribalists with anyone who would support maintaining
a monument to Robert E. Lee or "Qom" Kruger. Casting down the monuments
of your enemies is a time-honored practice of demoralization and establishing
supremacy, and removalists may be gambling that the Horatiuses who rise up
to defend the ashes of their fathers will be put down easily enough. They may be
correct, but we should be under no illusions that the polity on the other side of
such an endeavor would be both multicultural and free. 81

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
I. What does Demetriou mean by "social cohesion"?
2. Why doesn't Demetriou want to talk about "Confederate monuments"

specifically?
3. What follows from our being a tribal species?
4. Why is memorialization important?
5. Whats the point of the marriage analogy?
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Questions about the ethics of Confederate monuments are complex. The
chapters in this text do not cover everything there is to be written on the subject.
Hopefully, however, they can serve as one possible entry point into this important, difficult, debate.

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
1. What do Timmerman and Demetriou agree about?
2. Given the choice between (a) preventing harm from Confederate monuments
and (b) sacrificing social cohesion, Timmerman goes for the former. Why?
3. Timmerman claims that there's an ethical constraint on memorializing your
ancestors. What is it?

DISCUSSION QUESTION
1. Timmerman thinks that we can have our cake and eat it too: We can get memorialization without having Confederate monuments erected in prominent
public places. Do you think he's right about this? Or do we have to make a
choice between honoring certain historical figures and minimizing harms to
current people?

REPLY TO TIMMERMAN

DAN DEMETRIOU
Travis Timmerman presents an admirably clear argument for removing
Confederate monuments. In this rebuttal, I deny its first and fifth premises.
Timmerman sees his first premise,
(1) If the existence of a monument M unavoidably harms an undeserving
group, then there's strong moral reason to end the existence of M,

as an application of a more general, "exceedingly plausible" principle:

If x unavoidably harms morally considerable beings who don't deserve to be
harmed, then there's strong moral reason to prevent x.
Timmerman sees causing undeserved harm as a strong, although defeasible,
reason not to do something. Counterexamples to this principle are abundant,
however. Suppose you're basking in the glory that comes with being the starting
point guard, but a young Stephen Curry transfers to your school and tries out
for your team. Curry's displacing you as point guard makes your life worse, and
you didn't deserve that harm, but obviously, he has no moral reason not to do
so. Or imagine some classmates were distressed by your political opinions-this
fact alone wouldn't give you a strong reason to abandon your views or censor
yourself. In these counterexamples, the innocent parties have been harmed, but
not wronged, since they had no moral claim against the harming parties not to
be harmed by them in these ways.
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The point holds with monuments. Surely some Chinese people feel bad
when considering Mongolia's massive, recently erected monument to Genghis
Khan, whose dynasty killed about half of all Chinese (60 million). 82 But hurt
Chinese feelings wouldn't justify removing the Khan monument, for Chinese
offense has no moral claim on Mongolia's heritage landscape. The University
of Ghana recently removed a statue of (the racist?) Mahatma Gandhi, which
may have insulted some Indians, but that hypothetical offense would be irrelevant to Ghana's monumentary rights, too. 83 So whether we're talking about
erecting or removing monuments, a bare appeal to the harm of racial offense
is insufficient.
In my essay, I supplied a "tribal rightist" standard for racist monuments
generally. Unlike the Mongolian/Chinese and Ghanaian/Indian cases, black
and Southern white Americans should (unless preferring a civic divorce) seriously attempt to forge a new people, analogous to how an interracial married
couple from racist families should (unless they prefer to divorce) try to forge a
new family. So it's not racism or racist offense as such that makes a Confederate
monument problematic, but its potential faithlessness to American blacks,
or at least the subset of American blacks invested in being compatriots with
Southern whites.
Are Confederate monuments faithless in this way? Remove race from the
equation for a moment. At least 647,000 Northerners were killed or injured in
the Civil War. 84 Do, or did, Confederate monuments wrong the descendants
or communities of Northern whites by betraying tribal good faith? Maybe. If
the monument in question specifically gloried in Union casualties (imagine a
statue of Lee sitting atop a pile of Yankee skulls), or if the monument was used
only to reinvigorate the Confederacy, then the said monument would be a good
candidate for Northern complaint: The aforementioned BLP monument, which
referred to reconstructionist forces as "usurpers," is a plausible real-life example.
Many Confederate monuments passed this test, however, and managed to honor
Confederate figures and soldiers without antagonizing Northerners harmed by
the war. Reciprocally, Northerners generally countenanced Confederate monuments because they were seen as beneficial for rehabilitating Southern pride,
which they saw as essential to healing a divided nation.
By the same rationale, it is consistent with being a good compatriot to black
Americans to preserve Confederate monuments as long as the monuments in
question do not demand an anti-black interpretation (as the Battle of Libert Place
monument once did, by explicitly calling for "white supremacy") and are reasonably thought to be used to venerate white Southern culture heroes. For again,
monuments, like books and family portraits, can have multiple meanings or uses,
some wrongly harmful and some not, and the fact that there is a mainstream
anti-black interpretation or use does not morally trump other interpretations or
uses. 85 (As leftists remind rightists whenever accused of being un-American for
critiquing America, 86 the mere fact that a compatriot interprets an act you see as
loyal as disloyal doesn't entail that you are betraying trust. 87 )
Finally, Timmerman's premise (5),
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There are no countervailing reasons to preserve public Confederate monuments
that are equally strong or stronger than the moral reasons to remove them,

is answered by recognizing at least two reasons to maintain monuments (assign
books at public schools, 88 display art in public museums, 89 etc.) that precipitate
racial offense. The first concerns cultural continuity. Monuments are an important form of memorialization, which in the civic case is like a people hanging
family photos on the national walls. A multiracial state's peoples use memorials
to build cohesion, inspire pride, and pass down a sense of their history, just as
parents do through photos not just of their present families, but the families
they came from. Given the facts about American itinerancy and (geographic
or racial) interbreeding, in time there will be few people left who feel any attachment to Confederate monuments, at which point their removal will be unproblematic.90 That point has not arrived. This leads us to our second reason for
maintaining the Confederate monuments that pass the tribal rightist standard.
The more interracial social distrust, the more likely Confederate monuments
will irritate black Americans. But it's just as obvious that removalism in such
a context is likely to be taken as provocative in the other direction: The more
culture heroes of Southern whites are equated with Nazis, and the more their
monuments are torn down in the manner done to conquered peoples, the less
interest they will have in a multiracial future (which, arguably, explains the
Charlottesville rally). 91 That's why Nelson Mandela's strategy of adding monuments to black culture heroes to the South African heritage landscape, rather
than removing monuments to whites, seems advisable for Americans whether
interracial trust is running high or low.

COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
1. What's the point of the Stephen Curry example?
2. Why, according to Demetriou, did Northerners tolerate Confederate monuments after the Civil War?
3. Demetriou thinks that we'll eventually be able to take down Confederate monuments; we just aren't there yet. When will that be?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Demetriou gives examples of cases where people "had no moral claim against
the harming parties not to be harmed by them in these ways:• When would
someone have a claim against a harming party not to be harmed? Is there
any reason to think that black Americans do have this kind of claim? Against
whom?
2. Unlike Timmerman, Demetriou holds that the prospect of causing merely undeserved offense or harm does not present us with a strong reason not to do
something. Do you find his counterexamples persuasive?
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